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“ON THE WINNING
Positioning Yourself
How to be in the Right Place
at the Right Time
Remarks of the 1988 JAM Keynote Speaker, Marilyn Moats Kennedy
There are only three issues to getting yourself
positioned where you want to be. These are the
three issues: strategies, what is it you want to do,
and what are your targets.
If you are going to get on the fast track and
figure out what you want to do and how to position
yourself, you are going to have to decide, and
reaffirm almost on a daily basis, that you are using
the skills you want; that you are where, in the
terms of values, you want to be; and if you’re not,
how you are going to go about finding the right
place and getting hired there.
The first thing you need to do is to sit down with
yourself and ask, “What are my long-term goals?”
That is, “Where do I want to be in five years?”
“Where do I want to be in three years?” “Where do
I want to be in one year?” and “What do I do
today?” Whatever goals you set, they will be
impacted more by the growth rate of the
organization you choose to work with than by
anything you personally do.
Where’s the fast track? The fast track has four
dimensions. Number one, and most important, the
organization is growing at least 20 percent a year.
Let me explain why that creates the fast track by
itself. Given an ordinary turnover of about 18 to 20
percent a year, plus a growth rate of 20 percent,
the least able employee in that organization will
have a chance for a better job within 18 to 24
months. The most able will be moving more
quickly. That is why it is impossible to have a fast
track in an organization with a 4% growth rate.
Second, the organization has been public for
about 10 years or stabilized private; three, fewer
than 2,500 employees; and four, under 50 million
in sales. Now that’s a company. (In a service
organization, I would say fewer than a hundred
employees and under about 15 million in sales.)
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That is the fast track.
When someone says, “But I’m the best and the
brightest. Why should I pick an organization like
that? Why don’t I go to [a Fortune 500]?” You don’t
go because they are loaded with people they have
in cold storage. They’re warehousing people that
they are going to recycle if things ever turn up for
them. How long can you wait?
The fast track organizations are also the least
sensitive on age issues for a lot of reasons. Most of
them are fairly young. The younger the
organization, the more likely they are to take
people over 40. So when you talk about positioning
yourself, and you are 52 years old, and you want to
make a career change, and you want to be on the
fast track, you don’t look to the Fortune 500 to do it
because they have grown all those people through
the tracks. You look to the hot ones in the
marketplace, the young ones who want to buy
experience.
Companies buy one of two things. They buy
potential or they buy experience. The Big 8 has
traditionally bought potential, sorted through it,
seen what was there, culled out the ones they
wanted, and trashed the rest. Okay. The trashed
ones all went off and did fine somewhere else, or
they didn’t do fine, but it wasn’t the Big 8’s fault.
If you were, however, not willing to spend that
time to go through some of the other things one has
to do to become a partner at one of those firms,
you’d look through an organization like that. What
you’d have in the end would be more money
because, inevitably, other firms like this have less
overhead, less need to impress. They’re more gogo. You would have more cash, but you would have
less prestige, and that, when you’re talking about a
career path, becomes a very major obstacle for
many people.

TRACK” JAM 1988
When you tell me that it
matters to you what other
people think, then what you are
telling me is that on a
continuum the cost for you is too
high between no prestige and
prestige. You care more about
prestige and you are inevitably
willing, or at least one must
assume you’re willing, to pay
money for the decision to have
prestige.
But if you were going to
position yourself to be desirable
to these people because what
you really wanted to do was to
max out the last dollar you
could earn, or you wanted more
responsibility, or you didn’t
want to play as many games, or
you were looking to maximize
fun, then one of the things you
would do is to put this in your
plan and you would not say
“what do I have to sell?” but
“what do those people want to
buy?” What we’re talking about
is putting yourself in a position
so the other people can see who
you are, and what you bring to
the party.
The key to any sort of serious
career planning is the issue of
match. Is there a match? If you
instinctively do not like them
and if you don’t admire the
values of top management, the
mere thought of wanting to be
top management is too stupid
to deal with.
What we’re looking for in any
situation ultimately is two
things. We’re looking for
growth because that’s what’s
going to move you ahead,
despite the fact that they don’t
want women, or they do want
women, or whatever their
attitudes are. And the second

thing is the match, or what I
call chemistry. Strategies are
making the essential decisions.
What’s my unique selling
proposition? What do I want to
do? How much am I willing to
pay to do that? We’re talking
about targets because, see, that
addresses the issue of is there a
match. You are not selling
yourself. What you are selling is
your services. What you are
selling these people is a match.
You’re exposing them and
giving them the opportunity to
recognize the match.
When you think this way,
different things happen in your
life. You begin to look at the
world differently. You begin not
to be the victim and say, “How
do I get a job?” but “Which of
these organizations would be
able to recognize without a
resume that I could make a
contribution — that we have our
values matched?”
If you can answer the
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question, “What do I do so well
and enjoy doing so much that I
would do it for free?” then
you’re on the way. It becomes a
values issue at that point.
Most people are not doing
what they love. Too many people
are saying, “Look at me.” (This
is a cafeteria-style person.)
“Pick out the things you want
me to do and I’ll do them.” You
are never going to find the fast
track until you can look
somebody else in the eye and
say, “I know that sounds like a
good job, but that’s not it for me.
I’m only interested in flat-out
doing this one thing, and if you
don’t have that to be done,we
don’t have a match.” That will
overcome sex discrimination,
age discrimination.
The track, if there is a fast
track, is generally moving
around, not moving up. There
are two things that are going to
be necessary if you are going to
have a career path that works
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At gut-level, most people believe
you are worth what you earn. If
you are not willing to fight for
the last dollar because you don’t
want to position yourself as
greedy, then you don’t
understand the game at all.
Once you’re in there, if they had
to give the earth to get you,
they’re going to treat you
differently.
To many of us, our positioning

yourself in a marketplace,
you’ve got a variety of
strategies, but no one of them is
consistent. That is, you can’t
start at an entry level job and
expect with any certainty that
you are going to go straight up
to partner, CEO, whatever,
despite your educational
background or any of those
things. You’ve got to be
thinking all the time, “What are

The track, if there is a fast track, is
generally moving around, not moving up.

The Educational Foundation
sponsors a seminar.

the way you want it to do. One
is: money is not a matter of
greed; money is a positioning
issue. And we need to think
about that very, very carefully.
Most people will say, “Well, they
made me a really good offer and
I was so grateful, I took money.”
Well, you just trashed yourself
because 80% of the people who
turn down the first offer get a
second offer. Arm-wrestling
these people for the absolute last
dime does something that is
terribly important once you get
in there and that is to position
you as someone to be reckoned
with. And the people who take
the first offer cause the people
on the other side of the table to
say, “Do you really think that
she’s as good as we thought?”
Money is a positioning issue.
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ourselves is distressed goods. “I
want to work for them so much,
I’m willing to take less than
market.” That is a mistake. It is
your responsibility to price
yourself at least at market and
preferably 10% above. When
they say to you, “What salary do
you have in mind?” the answer
is not, “I want,” “I think I
deserve,” “I’ve earned,” but
“Market for this job is X to Y.”
When they say, “You insect!
What makes you think you’re
worth that kind of money?” your
response is, “It has nothing to do
with worth. That’s the going
rate in this area, and I expect to
be paid at least the going rate
for my services, possibly more.”
Underpricing yourself,
whether you are self-employed
or working for someone else, is a
fatal strategy. The cheapest
bidder does not always get the
bid and then only with
organizations that are going to
extract a pound of flesh or more
from you anyway.
When you’re positioning

the obstacles and how do I move
around them?” That becomes a
very important issue. Too many
people are saying that I’ve done
everything right. Wrong! . . .
the more age conscious you are,
the more you have to take these
kinds of actions. You’ll get to
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the same place. Of course,
companies take people in mid
career but the only reason they
do it is because you bring them
a skill. You bring them a
package that they have not been
able to homegrow. If you want
to go to a big company, you

don’t have to start at a big
company but what you have to
do is to become what we call a
“super-doer.” They do not hire
managers into big companies at
mid-career. They hire
specialists and that’s where
people get confused. When you
come in as a “super-doer,” then
you don’t harm the culture and
we have a chance to work on
you, to make you indigenous,
and to keep you from afflicting
the culture. See, we brought you
in to afflict the culture, but now
we’re going to reculture,
reacclimatize you. It doesn’t
make sense but it’s real life.
So, you have two choices. You
can work as a manager and
position yourself that way, or
you can become a super-doer. A
super-doer is the vertical niche.
It doesn’t mean you can’t
manage, but it means that what
you’re selling until you get
where you want to be is yourself
as a super-doer. A super-doer
does not say, “I do it better than
anyone else.” A super-doer says,

Mary Scout, recipient of the 1987
AWSCPA Public Service Award.

“This is the only thing I do.”
That’s the distinction. It is
unproveable to say, “I’ve done it
better”; it is easily demonstrable
to say, “I do only one thing.”
Let’s talk about teambuilders.
What is it that you are supposed
to be doing to build the team

Editors o/The Woman CPA from left to right are the immediate past editor Glenda E. Ried (1983-86),
Corinne Childs Dennis (1963-65), Mary F. Hall (1968-69), Phyllis E. Peters (1970-72) and Lillian Cundiff
Parrish (1987-89).
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that will advance your career
and position you as a team
player? The first thing that you
are supposed to do is that
everything you do is supposed to
be goal oriented. Now, here’s
my point to you. People will say,
“I should be really good with
people because I really love
people.” My response to that is,
“You obviously do not know the
right ones.” People who make
that statement are people for
whom the act of loving people
in the abstract feels good. It has
a zero net effect on the folks. The
issue in team building is only
one thing: is it goal-oriented
behavior and can you provide
the leadership to get the buy-in.
What is it that you get when
you get the buy-in? It means
that they’ve watched you put the
organization’s interests first
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even at some unpleasantness
and they are going to do it too.
And what do you do for them
that makes them want to do it
your way? Well, you negotiate.
The greatest skill that you can
develop now is negotiation. The
way you think is going to
condition what you say. I always
start out by saying, “What is it I
want?” I think, “How can I
make the other person want to
do it my way?” Then I talk in
terms of the effect or the result.
Learn to think at every single
transaction what is in it for the
other person and what can I put
there if nothing is there to make
them want to do it my way.
You will never be what you
could be and you will never be
positioned the way you need to

be until you look around at the
people you are working with
and say, “This is it. Wherever
the wonderful people are,
they’re not going to come to
work here and they’re not going
to come to work for me. I’m
going to make these people
more effective regardless of the
fact that there are undoubtably
better people out there.”
What I’ve been trying to do is
to talk in terms of the attitudes,
the mind-sets, of the people who
really are on the fast track.
Their mind-sets are very
different. They are not detailoriented in the same way that
they are results oriented. They
also understand that perfecting
work for its own sake is not
goal-oriented behavior. ■
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